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Balancing roles 
Summary
In the literature on learning organisations, too little attention is paid to HRM and employee-
participation. The opposite is also true, most of the debate on co-determination disregards the learn-
ing cycle as applied to works councils. This paper discusses the historic relationship between human 
resources management (HRM) and employee participation, situated in the Dutch ‘services industry’. 
Based on an evolutionary analysis of labour relations, management and organisation, the paper will 
address the need for an interactive relationship between HRM and employee participation, converg-
ing in the learning organisation. After comparing and weighing various roles, HRM is considered as a 
complex intermediary function: as a ‘knowledge broker’. This requires, on the one hand, a knowledge 
coalition between HRM and the works council, and, on the other hand, an employee-participation 
coalition between the works council and work-progress meetings.
Key-words: HRM, employee-participation, learning organisation, roles, the Netherlands.
‘Samenvatting’
In de literatuur over lerende organisaties wordt weinig aandacht besteed aan de betekenis van 
personeelsbeleid en van medezeggenschap. Het tegenovergestelde gaat ook op, in het debat over 
medezeggenschap wordt nauwelijks aandacht besteed aan de noodzaak tot leren van bijvoorbeeld 
ondernemingsraden. Deze tekst bespreekt de historische relatie tussen personeelsbeleid (HRM) en 
medezeggenschap, die wordt gesitueerd in de vrijwel permanente organisatieveranderingen naar een 
moderne ‘dienstenindustrie’ in Nederland. Op basis van een evolutionaire analyse van arbeidsver-
houdingen, management en organisatie wordt de noodzaak aangegeven van een interactieve relatie 
tussen HRM en medezeggenschap, samenkomend in de lerende organisatie. Dit vereist enerzijds 
een ‘kenniscoalitie’ tussen de personeelsafdeling en de ondernemingsraad, en anderzijds een ‘me-
dezeggenschapscoalitie’ tussen de ondernemingsraad en andere vormen van werkoverleg.Page ● 6
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HRM and employee participation:  1. 
an evolutionary approach1
Employment relations are deeply rooted in history. This paper uses an evolutionary approach 
to personnel management and employee participation, which will be contrasted to the post-modern 
view where HRM is seen as a new form of personnel management originating from the 1980s (Leg-
ge, 1995: 286-327). The evolutionary conception of HRM, on the other hand, sees the HRM practice 
as a learning process for both management and labour (Kaufman, 2004). 
This paper uses the following working deﬁ  nition of HRM: ‘a speciﬁ  c form of personnel man-
agement that tries to beneﬁ  t competitively by strategically using involved and competent workers, 
through the use of an integrated spectre of cultural, structural and personal techniques’ (Doorewaard 
and De Nijs, 2003: 41).2 In recent years, various authors have argued that HRM-professionals should 
play a more prominent role in strategic and knowledge management of organisations (Storey, 1992; 
Ulrich, 1997, Sparrow, 2007). We will apply such typologies to the evolution of Dutch personnel 
management and employee participation in this paper.
  Regarding the term ‘employee participation’, we distinguish between indirect, structural 
forms and more direct, situational forms of participation. Indirect employee-participation refers to 
the opportunities for employees, with a subordinate position in the work relation, to inﬂ  uence the de-
cision-making process in representative bodies. In 1994, the European Union adopted a directive on 
information and consultation in multi-national companies, whereas in 2002 a European framework 
directive on information and consultation has been issued. In the Netherlands, representative works 
councils dispose of legally laid-down rights to information, consultation and negotiation (Looise et 
al, 1996; Kluge, 2005; Goodijk and Sorge, 2005; Goodijk, 2008; Van het Kaar et al, 2007; Krieger 
and Sisson, 1997; Visser, 1995). Direct participation refers to the opportunities for employees to par-
ticipate in the decision-making in every form, enabling deliberations about the right to directly take 
decisions and to organise the work process.  Starting from the principle of correcting power imbal-
1  A briefer version of this paper is also available in Dutch: Wout Buitelaar and Marc van der Meer, ‘Nieuwe rollen voor 
HRM en medezeggenschap in de kenniseconomie’ (Tijdschrift voor HRM, 2008, nr.3, pp.70-89). 
2  All quotations from Dutch language presented in this paper are translations from the actual texts.Page ● 10
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ances and the possibility to offer employees a platform for presenting their thoughts and ideas, we 
also relate the notion of co-determination to the learning organisation and knowledge economy. In 
doing so, we base the analysis on the theoretical debate on the question where employee participation 
only works on a voluntary basis (Jensen and Meckling, 1979; Freeman and Lazear, 1995; Bovenberg 
and Teulings, 2008), or that a substantial development of employee participation requires that the 
government grants legal rights. The argument is that such formal institutions create an equal playing 
ﬁ  eld for all companies and impose a commitment for developing real employee participation (Rogers 
and Streeck, 1995). Therefore, we distinguish between indirect employee participation in the form of 
works councils, and representative bodies with voluntary, more or less ad hoc employee participation, 
like in the form of work progress meetings.
Accordingly, this paper takes up a position in the debate on the modern services industries in 
the Netherlands, where knowledge and qualiﬁ  cations increasingly are seen as crucial (despite the fact 
that low-skilled labour still exists). The paper addresses how the HRM practice relates to the practice 
of employee representation and contrasts the role of the HRM professional with that of the works-
councillors. We try to provide an answer to the question as to what are the roles and responsibilities 
of the two categories of professionals, and to what degree are their activities mutually tuned into the 
learning of organisations? Page ● 11
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Taylorist’ versus New Production  2. 
Concepts in the perspective of 
organisational learning
In the debate on work organisation and organisational learning, many researchers have addressed 
a dichotomy between Taylorist and New Production Concepts. In his recent exhaustive historic over-
view of developments in the study of labour relations and HRM, the American professor Bruce E. 
Kaufman stresses that the pioneering work of Frederick W. Taylor, a mechanical engineer, initiated 
an increasing attention in ﬁ  rms for both their employees and their organisation. Kaufman poses that 
the application of social Taylorism in workplace reforms can be seen as the start of what we now 
call ‘strategic HRM’. During that period, famous industrialists like John D. Rockefeller and promi-
nent economists like John R. Commons, both Americans, also emphasized the pluralistic nature of 
personnel management, and that HRM refers not only to the management but also to the relations 
between the organisation and the employee (Kaufman, 2004). 
Taylor’s scientiﬁ  c way of management was a modern form of integration of various mechanisms 
of regulation by introducing a standardisation of tasks in combination with a system of monitoring 
and intricate control of the shop ﬂ  oor. Standardisation was also a means of communication here. 
For example, in the average American workplace some twenty languages were spoken. Taylor pro-
moted in-company training and thus commitment to the company and enlargement of job-related 
knowledge, to prevent turnover of personnel. The two key-notions were selection and training or 
retraining, and he considered the ability to adapt as ‘an essential labour requirement’ (Taylor, 1913; 
Sierksma, 1991). 
  The debate on new production concepts (NPC) and differentiated HRM has been intro-
duced in the Netherlands in 1981, through the work of Ulbo de Sitter. The main characteristics of 
the NPC involve an as minimal as possible horizontal and vertical division of labour, through job ex-
pansion and job improvement. Starting from the formula ‘from simple tasks in a complex structure, Page ● 12
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to complex tasks in a simple structure’, the work is carried out in regulating circles and autonomous 
working groups. 
It can be added that, although joining tasks like regulation, quality control, preventive and (par-
tially) curative maintenance as well as certain speciﬁ  c administrative and / or preparatory activities 
within a group did indeed make for a broader parcel of tasks for the employees involved, but also 
resulted in increased workloads on the shop ﬂ  oor. In this respect, De Sitter correctly pointed at the 
tension arising in the modern work organisation as a result of its increasing management capacity 
on the one hand (from ‘managing by index numbers’ to workﬂ  ow software) and the simultaneous 
increase in the regulating capacity of employees (intervention and adjustment, repairing technical 
failures, et cetera) (De Sitter, 1981).  
The synthesis of TPC and NPC
Ikujiro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi (1995), two Japanese experts on business administration, 
ﬁ  nd that, from an empirical point of view, the value of the dichotomy between the TPC and the NPC 
is relatively limited. For reasons of knowledge development and knowledge transfer, these authors 
argue in favour of combining the two forms of organisation, thereby re-evaluating the business hier-
archy of the TPC and combining it with the task group or project team of the NPC. From the per-
spective of knowledge development, both the TPC and the NPC have a supporting role – the former 
for the organisation and transfer of knowledge, and the latter for the exploration and creation of 
knowledge. TPC and NPC thus complement one another: ‘the ﬂ  at organisation needs hierarchy’. Ac-
cording to these scholars, ﬁ  rms are not successful enough in transforming individual knowledge into 
collective knowledge. The ‘ﬂ  at’ organization, the upside-down pyramid and the overall much prized 
network organisation all run the risk of knowledge evaporating. As is also argued in recent literature 
on open innovation, employees at the borders of the company, in quality circles and communities 
of practice and networks that transcend the boundaries of the company, as exist for example in the 
IT-industry, can have the inclination to keep information secret (Stone, 2006). 
  Such risks are limited by a business organisation that combines the strong points of both 
horizontal and vertical articulation. The Japanese authors moreover contend that two kinds of knowl-
edge are crucial in the development of an organisation. First, explicit knowledge as laid down in rules, Page ● 13
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manuals, business literature and business procedures, and, second, the individual (‘tacit’) knowledge, 
in the form of (practical) experience, metaphors and value systems. Apart from the fact that this lat-
ter kind of knowledge is increasingly recognized and valued, the interaction between the two kinds 
of knowledge is a precondition for innovation. This way, ﬁ  rms build up their core competences. 
Furthermore, it is important to let the subject expertise of the employees – so, both their explicit and 
their tacit knowledge – interact with the professional knowledge of experts. Accordingly, the materi-
als for developing both the personnel and the organisation are created.
  This synthesis found by Nonaka and Takeuchi is sometimes called the learning organisation. 
Freely translated, it concerns an organisation’s capacity to create, transfer and implement knowledge. 
A ﬁ  rm or an institution is conceived as a learning environment with a learning cycle. The bureaucracy, 
in the original meaning given it a century ago by the German sociologist Max Weber, then stands 
for transparency and sustainability, not for the often-used caricature of opacity and rigidity. The ex-
ploration and creation of knowledge together constitute the variety in the form of co-operations of 
a more or less temporary nature. Knowledge organisations and the transfer and implementation of 
knowledge are their opposite numbers, through more or less permanent organisations. Page ● 14
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The emergence of the service  3. 
factory and the multiple chain 
Next to the TPC-NPC dichotomy, the notion ‘post-industrial era’ with regard to the development 
of organisational forms is inadequate. Manufacturing is in the process of becoming a ‘tertiary sector’, 
where production organisations transform to sales and distribution or to R&D centres, and where 
industrial concepts like ‘tourist industry’, or ‘inguinal hernia street’ (in a hospital) are used to indicate 
services. For today’s plants in the manufacturing industry we prefer to apply the term ‘services fac-
tory’.
Manufacturing industry and the services sector together have transformed into the services in-
dustry. In the modern services industry, the conveyor belt of mass production has become a multiple 
chain: it has both lengthened and broadened. This chain constitutes a logistical chain, a value-chain 
of an economic nature, as well as an ecological and an information chain: ‘from the soil to the client’s 
door’. In the health-care sector, the chain is called client logistics; banks, hospitals and social services 
have data chains consisting of various networks with clients, suppliers and commissioners.
As a result of all this, business organisations show an increasingly varied image. Because of out-
sourcing, spatial division and the resulting thinning out of the work force, new enterprises emerge 
and existing enterprises size down. At the same time it can be observed that, when outsourcing ac-
tivities to de jure independent ﬁ  rms, their dependency in fact increases. The ﬁ  rm ASML, with 1200 
employees in Veldhoven, is an example of this. In the Netherlands alone, at least 10,000 other peo-
ple are active for this ﬁ  rm, dispersed over some 100 establishments that are all orchestrated by this 
‘champion of outsourcing’ (de Volkskrant, 19 January 2006). 
One of the side effects of outsourcing is the redistribution of knowledge between organisations.
Due to insourcing and outsourcing, the mutual relations between ﬁ  rms multiply and become more 
complex; they can then be characterised as ‘networks’ or ‘chain structures’. Moreover, due to modern 
information technology the character of these networks is increasingly internationalised. In everyday 
practice, these ‘new factories and new ofﬁ  ces’ – to paraphrase the title of De Sitter’s book – hardly 
exist, and the traditional production concept still has not disappeared but has been modiﬁ  ed instead, 
as is shown by many studies (see Krieger and Sisson, 1997; Salverda et al, 2008). More in general, Page ● 16
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it could be contended that, although self-steering teams or (semi) autonomous groups have indeed 
been introduced, they were an unintended form of work consultation within the regulating ring (the 
chain) rather than a socio-technical organisational change. It became clear that the NPC had the fol-
lowing construction problems:
an approach to change that focused too much on devising and too little on developing   ●
too little attention for the work relations   ●
an undeﬁ  ned role for HRM, development and learning.   ●
From exploitation to exploration
We have thus argued that the boundaries between manufacturing industry and the services sec-
tor have become blurred. Because of the variety in business models, the work relations have become 
more complex and, in the case of continuous outsourcing and sourcing-in, HRM has to switch 
between the internal and the external labour market as well as between a variety of contract rela-
tions and labour conditions. When viewed from the perspective of labour, they are faced with the 
ever-returning question of how to transform variety into standard, and vice versa. Firms, services 
and institutions, each in their own speciﬁ  c ways, are in search of a balance between standard and ﬂ  ex-
ibility. This balance can then differ for each of the various phases of the production process and/or 
the services process. The right transfer of information within the chain or chains has become a vital 
human asset, which formerly used to take place ‘face-to-face’ but now is taking place ‘ﬁ  le-to-ﬁ  le’. 
Where the conveyor belt involved a certain physical charge (keeping up), the chain structure means a 
psychological burden (staying ahead of things): the just-in-time supply procedure, last minute plan-
ning, late arrivals and deadlines. In modern career-track policy, aimed at permanent employability, 
HRM has to consider the ‘trouble sensitivity’ of the workplace as well as the ‘trouble insensitivity’ (or 
anticipation capacity) of the employee involved.
Henk Volberda (2005), the Rotterdam professor of strategic management, characterized this 
synthesis, paraphrasing James March, as ‘the exploration of new opportunities to balance the exploi-
tation of existing routines’. Kang, Morris and Snell (2007) combine in a similar vein, the exploration 
of ‘new’ knowledge to create value added with the exploitation by ‘reﬁ  nement and deepening’ of 
existing knowledge. Page ● 17
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The missing link between knowledge  4. 
management and learning 
In theory, HRM amounts to managing the learning cycle of organisations outlined above, with 
special attention for both the explicit and implicit (‘tacit’) accumulation of knowledge by the employ-
ees. In recent years, a number of papers have been published on the alignment of HRM with the 
framework or architecture of knowledge management. Most contributions underline the potential 
value added of HRM (‘a key critical resource’) for strategic management and networks of innovation 
(Iles et al, 2001; Scarbrough, 2003; Sparrow, 2007). Kang, Morris and Snell (2007) argue that the HR-
architecture is relevant for allocating the stocks and ﬂ  ows of knowledge of employees in and between 
organisations. Sparrow (2007) nuances such views by underlining the contribution of HRM to the 
dynamics of cognitive and organizational change. In his perspective, knowledge management con-
tributes to issues such as value creation and generation, value improvement and leverage, and value 
protection and preservation. The author contends that much can be expected from the development 
of learning communities within the organisation to uncover both intuitive and implicit knowledge 
(Sparrow, 2007). 
Notwithstanding the increased attention to knowledge management, the literature on the learn-
ing organisation pays too little attention to HRM from an employee participation perspective. In 
the theoretical studies on knowledge management referred to above, no references have been made 
to employee participation. And also empirical studies neglect this issue. For instance, based on the 
results of a study among 500 ﬁ  rms, Arie de Geus, a former Shell executive, sketches organisational 
change as a pattern of survival, where organisational learning consists of the ability to deal with 
change by changing oneself (De Geus, 1999). He argues that the learning organisation consists of 
four components: sensitivity to the environment, coherence and identity, tolerance and decentralisa-
tion, and a long-term policy, with proﬁ  t as the means to survive. The third component means tolerat-
ing mistakes, to provide people with the opportunity to learn from their errors. Striking in De Geus’s 
study is that the living organisation does have many people who are knowledge factors, yet it hardly 
pays any attention to labour relations and employee participation. The opposite also holds. Most of Page ● 18
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the literature and the research on employee participation disregard the learning cycle as applied to 
the works council as an institution. True, certain stages are distinguished in the growth of the works 
council, from reactive to strategic, but the works council as part of a learning organisation is mostly 
neglected. 
In such rare cases that these issues have been coupled, no more than prospective considerations 
are presented, as Bolwijn en Kumpe (1991) do, who speculated about the growth of larger companies 
at the end of their book on continuity and renewal in Dutch business, from the ‘efﬁ  cient company’ in 
the sixties, to the ‘quality company’ of the seventies, to the ‘ﬂ  exible company’ of the eighties, ﬁ  nally 
to the ‘innovative company’ of the nineties. Such an innovative company will be characterised by ‘par-
ticipation and democratisation’ (p.87), and this ‘not due to ideological predisposition or infatuation, 
but due to sensible observation of reality’ (quoting the former professor Cees Zwart in Bolwijn and 
Kumpe: 116). The latter state that innovative companies reach competitive advantage by people, and 
increasingly less by machines or technical systems. According to them, over time organisations be-
come less bureaucratic and develop into learning organisations (…) implying that ‘a culture emerges, 
known by risk-seeking behaviour, tolerance in case of errors, an experimental attitude, and openness 
and dialogue’ (Bolwijn and Kumpe, 1991: 117). Page ● 19
Balancing roles 
The roles of HRM and employee  5. 
participation in organisations
What does the new focus on knowledge management mean with regard to the relationship be-
tween HRM and employee participation? In the debate on HRM and employee participation, the 
core of the debate on the synthesis of TPC and NPC is that both functions have to contribute to the 
development of knowledge within a ﬁ  rm, both from the position of the management and from that 
of the representation of the employees’ interests. This gives the HRM department large responsibili-
ties, as this department should not only take position as the management’s long arm, with emphasis 
on the practice of ‘human resource control’ or ‘human resource accounting’ but also has to develop 
activities on behalf of employee training and development. The latter is especially important when 
viewed in the context of the mobility (sometimes enforced) of employees within and outside the 
organisation. In the current period of ﬂ  exible specialization, this mobility has become characteristic 
for work organisations.
In recent years, various authors have argued that HRM-professionals should play a more promi-
nent role in strategic and line management. In 1992, Storey distinguished four roles performed by 
HRM professionals in British work organisations: that of the ‘advisor’, that of the ‘handmaiden’ 
(later also called ‘service provider’), that of the ‘regulator’, and that of the ‘change-maker’. In 1993, 
Ulrich and colleagues argued with regard to the United States that HRM professionals might well be 
able contribute less marginally to performance. Contrary to Storey’s empirical analysis, Ulrich’s study 
presented a blueprint of possible roles for HRM. Ulrich (1993; 1997) poses that, if HRM is to supply 
such an added value, four strategic positions can be distinguished in a business organisation. Each 
strategic position can be linked to a speciﬁ  c HRM role: executing strategy (‘strategic partner’), build-
ing infrastructure (‘administrative expert’), ensuring employee contribution (‘employee champion’), 
and managing transformation and change (‘change agent’). Based on an extensive survey research, 
the various prescriptive roles are also further deﬁ  ned in relation to each other, where the authors 
conclude that the strategic role and the role of the change manager strongly overlap. We presume that 
these kinds of roles for HRM are not universally valid and that generalisations are hard to make, es-
pecially when viewed in the context of an evolutionary perspective on developments in the business Page ● 20
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organisation. Given the requirements set by the production process to both the management and 
the employees, some of the roles are at loggerheads with each other. These ambiguities within and 
between roles can cause tensions and conﬂ  icts (Caldwell, 2003). In the ﬁ  gure below, we apply the role 
typology to the issue of Dutch personnel management and employee participation in this paper. 
When looking back to the roots of social Taylorism, an important similarity can be observed with 
the current innovation debate, viz. the strategic importance of the shop ﬂ  oor. Nowadays, however, 
the human being in an organisation is not only a factor of production but also a factor of innovation. 
With that, modern HRM is expanding to also include knowledge management. Where Taylor focused 
on the division of knowledge, however, it now is about both accumulating and (re)assembling knowl-
edge. Put differently, the roles of HRM and of authority evolve according to time and place. The 
HRM professional is then confronted by two challenges:
1.  to be the change-maker, yet to stay involved in the execution in order to monitor the plan
  and the pattern of change; and
2.   to also share the mentioned roles in various horizontal and vertical work relations with other
   ofﬁ  cials and/or co-workers.








Based on Storey (1992) and Kooij and Buitelaar (2004). 
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HRM in the Netherlands: innovation  6. 
or lean management?
Personnel management in the Netherlands, which before World War II received important im-
pulses from the management of ‘the Big Four’ (Philips, PTT, DSM and Hoogovens), was continually 
provided with new ideas and knowledge from American social sciences. The role of group dynamics 
constituted an important input. Contrary to what Taylor and many other before him thought, group-
work does not hamper productivity; it rather stimulates productivity, provided there is an effective 
leadership. And - thus argued Douglas McGregor of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 
the late 1950s – leadership can only be effective when certain authorities are delegated, thereby fo-
cusing on bringing together the objectives of individuals, groups and the organisation. These ideas 
joined in well with those of Ernst Hijmans, an engineer from TU Delft, who established the ﬁ  rst 
Dutch management consultancy agency in 1921. He was one of a group of TU students who called 
themselves ‘social engineers’ and who then applied an integral approach to mechanical engineering: 
‘technical economics, social hygiene and social technology’ (Buitelaar, 1993). During his career from 
1920 to 1970, Hijmans (1949) focused on the learning capacity of people in the company, thereby 
virtually combining Taylor’s ideas (the ‘strategic’ shop ﬂ  oor) and those of McGregor (a ‘delegating’ 
management).
  An important body in this process was the ‘Contactgroep Opvoering Productiviteit’ (COP, 
a contact group for increasing the productivity level) of the SER, the Social-Economic Council (a 
tripartite body in which independent crown members met with employers’ associations and trade un-
ion unions to advise the government). In 1982, the COP was renamed the ‘Commissie Ontwikkeling 
Bedrijven’ (COB, the commission on the development of ﬁ  rms). Until its discontinuation in 1994, 
the COP/COB-SER operated as an innovation platform way ahead of its time, where both employ-
ers’ organisations and labour organisations had their input. For example, in 1957 the COP-SER pub-Page ● 22
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lished the report ‘Hoe morgen hier?’ (‘How will it be here tomorrow?’), in which the social partners 
were called upon to think about innovating the business organisation and labour relations.
More generally, after World War II, the traditional ﬁ  eld of personnel management was deﬁ  ned 
broader in large enterprises: it became ‘social affairs’ (sociale zaken). This conveys that, on the one 
hand, the human factor in an organisation is an important source of productivity, and on the other 
hand that social developments have to be integrated into the management. The controlled income 
policy, the classiﬁ  cation of functions and ‘human relations’ together constituted the post-war mix of 
personnel management, to which in 1950 a new institution was linked: the works council. Thus, a 
trilateral relationship came about between the personnel department (later also called P&O, personeel 
en organisatie), the works council, and the collective labour agreement, which had strongly ﬂ  ourished 
in this post-war period. Currently, there are about 15,000 works councils and some 1,000 collective 
labour agreements, together involving about 84% of the Dutch labour force. The majority (85%) has 
a sector-linked collective labour agreement, whereas a minority (15%) comes under a company-linked 
collective labour agreement.
Whereas Personeel & Organisatie, in the context of the post-war reconstruction period, largely 
followed a national consultation agenda, since the 1980s modern HRM rather focuses on the organi-
sation and the environment, in relation to the sector, the ﬁ  rm, the civil service or the care institute 
involved. In particular as of 1982, the year in which the now famous Wassenaar Agreement was 
reached, the nationally organised consultations were decentralised step by step. After 1993, this re-
sulted in more tailor-made consultancy as to the employees and the organisation at the micro level, in 
which the government refrained from direct interventions in the wage base determination. This divi-
sion of labour resulted in a broad strategic agenda in the ﬁ  eld of HRM. Employers’ associations and 
labour unions in the Netherlands, in particular within the Foundation of Labour, reached concrete 
agreements on the level of ﬂ  exibility as to the work hours and the opening hours, the importance 
of continuous availability (‘employability’), the exchange between ﬂ  exibility and security, the mod-
ernisation of the pension schemes, company management (‘corporate governance’), the career-track Page ● 23
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arrangement and the ‘à la carte’ collective labour agreement. These national themes are to be further 
elaborated in sectors and ﬁ  rms.
  It has become clear, however, that for HRM professionals it is not in the least self-evident 
how to concretise issues from the national consultations agenda at the level of the ﬁ  rm and the insti-
tutions. There is a considerable distance between the national agenda and the HRM professionals in 
ﬁ  rms and institutions (Van der Meer and Smit, 2000; Van den Toren, 2003). At the beginning of the 
new century, the idea took root that wage restraint and cost control, as a macroeconomic notion, are 
no longer a sufﬁ  cient precondition for economic growth, and in January of 2005 an agreement with 
the heading ‘Op weg naar een meer productieve economie’ (‘Towards a more productive economy’) 
was reached by the Foundation of Labour. In the application for a Maatschappelijk Topinstituut 
Sociale Innovatie (a national top-institute for social innovation), this was phrased as follows: ‘Over 
the last years, ﬁ  rms have one-sidedly and collectively focused on restructuring, cost reduction and 
short-term results, while neglecting long-term proﬁ  tability and the capacities to innovate’ (Volberda 
et al, 2005: 5).
In this context, the National Innovation Platform, established by the Dutch government in 2003, 
has on various occasions requested that attention should be paid to the relationship between social 
innovation and the work organisation. Social innovation means to work more ‘smartly’ by employ-
ing all available competences. Elsewhere it is quoted as follows: ‘Whereas technological innovation is 
about creating new knowledge and technologies (inventions), social innovation is about changing the 
organisation, the management and labour in such a way that knowledge is more rapidly recognized, 
diffused and applied for new products and services. Without these social innovations, technological 
innovations would not pay a proﬁ  t.’ (Wijffels and Grosveld, 2004). 
For example, as was customary for Heijmans, there is a reference to recent research indicating 
that considerable improvements can be realised that inﬂ  uence the shop ﬂ  oor. The Innovation plat-
form argues that this can be achieved by, for instance, ﬂ  atter organisational structures and forms of 
interactive management where the management makes a better use of the available human possibili-
ties (knowledge and skills, ‘eyes and ears’).Here, organisation strategy is meant not only for modern-
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and mean management’. In 1999, the business economist Arjen van Witteloostuijn of Groningen 
University, coined the latter strategy the ‘anorexia strategy’.
  A large-scale inquiry among 9000 Dutch ﬁ  rms, carried out by the Rotterdam Erasmus Uni-
versity, conﬁ  rms the above ﬁ  ndings. Social factors, like the delegation of authorities (‘empower-
ment’), prove to be decisive for new innovations (Volberda et al, 2005). Phrased differently, an inte-
gral innovation is needed where technical and non-technical aspects go together. In fact, this means 
the continuation and extension of an ‘old’ technology debate from the 1970s, which at that time was 
cranked up by the Rathenau Committee. Partly also because of learning experiences from the (HRM) 
business practice, technology is still being inﬂ  uenced but this is now linked to a ‘dynamic knowledge 
economy’ (cf. the EU-Lisbon consultations in the Spring of 2000).Page ● 25
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Facts and ﬁ  gures of HRM 7. 
An estimated 30 to 40 thousand HRM professionals are employed in the Netherlands.3 Accord-
ing to a HRM survey published by Berenschot (2006), as a rule there is one HRM professional per 72 
employees. In small businesses, often one ofﬁ  cial is appointed who is ﬁ  rst of all responsible for the 
business administration and who also does HRM work, as a secondary task ordered by the owner-
director. Larger organisations have HRM executives at various levels, supported by advisers, work 
experts and training staff. When compared to 2004, efﬁ  ciency has improved by 25%; where every 
HRM professional then worked for 54 employees, this number has now increased to 72. However, in 
the case of E-HRM (or ‘HRM with the mouse’), where intranet and Internet applications are used for 
personnel deployment, the proportion of 1 to 100 is already called ‘classical’ (Kreffer and De Lange, 
2002). Operational and administrative HRM functions in particular are bound to become obsolete 
in the future.
  These changes are partly the result of centralised activities and/or outsourcing; for another 
part they are the result of integral management where HRM tasks are executed by the line manage-
ment, and of the increased internal advisory function. In larger (international) companies, HRM 
policy strongly emphasizes management development, international recruitment and selection, and 
sharing the values and standards as well as the ethical awareness, whereas the implementation is 
shaped on the shop ﬂ  oor of the various parts of the company (Kahancova, 2007; Van der Meer and 
De Boer, 2009).
Novel is that larger corporations and institutions can organise their ‘HRM knowledge manage-
ment’ partly from a ‘shared services centre’ (SSC). The Berenschot survey mentioned earlier also 
showed that about 15% of all companies in the Netherlands4 use a human resources SSC (for stra-
tegic aspects like function and evaluation systems and competences management), whereas a further 
6% has its own system of ‘employee self service’ (for tactical aspects like training, time-management, 
3   These  ﬁ  gures are based on various estimations made by experts we consulted for the renewal of our HRM-pro-
gramme in Amsterdam.
4   Recent numbers indicate a rapid SSC-increase up to between 30-50 % in the last years (HRMdesk-Newsletter, 8 Feb-
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recruitment and selection and assessment) (Berenschot, 2006). The outsourcing of HRM activities 
mainly encompasses recruitment and selection, and efﬂ  ux practices that are increasingly placed with 
headhunters, recruiters, and mobility and outplacement agencies, which not only provide employ-
ability-scans of the organisation but also help to foster internal mobility. In those cases, the HRM 
professional acts as the internal personnel advisor of an external partner. Apart from that, he or she 
remains involved, as advisor, in the annual assessments, personnel audits and career-track evaluations 
and in that function is the internal partner of the line manager.
  In a recent trend study, TNO Arbeid observes that, in practice, the mobility policy needs 
more attention from HRM professionals (Houtman et al, 2004). It may be expected that this func-
tion’s importance will increase in the context of the career-track planning, age-conscious HRM and 
the individual development plan (Biemans, 2008). These are all issues that are high on the various 
strategic agenda’s, because of the necessity of the permanent employability of workers. The earlier 
quoted Berenschot survey shows that a mere 22% of all companies apply a diversity policy, and less 
than 20% use a HRM scorecard. However, approximately 55% of the companies who participated in 
the questionnaire use a HRM planning and monitoring cycle. Not surprisingly, the Berenschot agency 
points at the fact that a further professionalization of the HRM function (the ‘knowledge manage-
ment’ in the terminology of this paper) is required.
Summarising, a major trend in HRM is that the role of ‘personnel management’ is becoming 
more complex while the role of the organisation developer is gaining weight (Schuiling et al, 2008). 
Implementation of the personnel function is often placed in the line, and issues such as recruitment 
and selection, internal mobility and efﬂ  ux are increasingly placed with ‘shared services centres’ (SSC) 
and are outsourced to recruitment, mobility or outplacement agencies. Apart from this, an increasing 
diversity can be observed in the forms of contracts and in the social composition of the work force 
(Visser and Van der Meer, 2007). At the same time, the HRM professional is expected to play an ini-
tiating role in organisation development, in close co-operation with the management. The changing 
proﬁ  le of the profession also illustrates the complex intermediary position of the future HRM func-
tion between the micro and the macro level of our services industry. For example, in March 2005 the 
Directorate Personnel of the Rabobank Group started the project ‘Nieuwe Arbeidsverhoudingen’ 
(New Employment Relations). The Directorate, together with external experts, has had an inventory 
of the views and scenario’s on the banking organisation and on the future relationship between em-Page ● 27
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ployer and employee. The idea is that the company is to become more enterpreneurial, more digital, 
more vital, with still fewer boundaries, less safe (or: with more uncertainties), and more sustainable, 
for both the employee and the client. These issues constitute a translation of the innovation agenda 
discussed earlier. The role of HRM in this project is worth mentioning: as the initiator, the knowledge 
organiser, the strategist, and the socio-economic scenario writer. And, more in general, when added 
to the observed broadening of the proﬁ  le, the operational aspects of the profession will diminish, 
while those on the tactical and especially those on the strategic level will increase. The future role 
of HRM then shifts from (ever less) executor to (ever more) change-maker. At the same time the 
following tendency can be observed: qualitatively the function has grown, but quantitatively it will 
dwindle.Page ● 28
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The divide between HRM and  8. 
employee participation
Just like organisations and HRM, employee participation also can be analysed by using a turning-
point approach or an evolutionary approach. The view of the turning-point approach is that em-
ployee participation came into being with the ﬁ  rst ‘Wet op de Ondernemingsraden’ (WOR, the Dutch 
law governing works councils) in 1950, whereas the evolutionary approach considers ‘1950’ to be as a 
phase in the development of the Dutch labour relations. One of the forerunners of the works coun-
cil is the ‘kern’ (the core meeting), which was established at the end of the 19th century by the Delftse 
Gist- en Spiritusfabriek (a factory engaged in the production of yeast and methylated spirits, located 
in Delft). Gradually, more ﬁ  rms (e.g., Stork, Philips and Leerdam Glas) had their core consultations, 
in which the managing director and a number of workers’ mediators participated.
  When compared to the paternalistic form of employee participation that existed during the 
ﬁ  rst decades after World War II when the manager still was the chairman of the works council (Visser, 
1995), the legal tasks and responsibilities have greatly been expanded by the consecutive amendments 
to the law in 1971, 1979, 1995 and 1998. Since 1995, organisations with over 50 employees, both in 
the private and in the public sector, are obliged to institute a works council, whereas ﬁ  rms with 10 to 
50 employees have to have employee representation. Apart from this, 1998 saw the introduction of 
the possibility to conclude a ‘company agreement’ between the management and the works council 
regarding subjects brought forward by both parties. These agreements could then be settled in a legal 
contract. A typical example of such an agreement is the working up of particular stipulations of col-
lective agreements that have to be further discussed and completed by the works council (Van den 
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Although there are substantial differences between sectors, employee participation has now be-
come the accepted practice in the Netherlands (Van het Kaar and Looise, 1999). Representative 
studies show that 76% of the companies obliged to institute a works council have indeed done so 
(Engelen and Kuiper, 2006). Over time, this percentage has gradually increased. Of these, about 15% 
are the frontrunners – the companies where consultations in employee participation are serious and 
constructive. These are followed by a middle group of about 35%, involving the organisations where 
employee participation is one of the standard operating procedures, and often is limited to a ritualis-
tic dance of mutual talks. The remaining group of about 50% constitutes the tail group, encompass-
ing the organisations where employee participation has not substantially got off the ground (Crem-
ers, 2007). Stated differently, co-determination contains some investment costs for the company and 
may even delay decision-making, however when alternatives have been weighted and decisions have 
been taken, as a general rule stronger legitimacy may accompany the decision and implementation 
becomes more ﬂ  uid. As such employee participation may reduce the uncertainty in and improve the 
quality of decision-making, though with substantial variation between companies.5 
Notwithstanding, employee participation does not function without problems. Several surveys 
show that the practice of employee participation brings to the fore various bottlenecks, part of which 
are mutually connected (Van het Kaar and Looise, 1999; Bruin et al, 2003; Van het Kaar and Smit, 
2007):
The work load for the works council, which relatively often has to discuss complex problems    ●
with relatively limited means. For example, every year each of the about 15,000 works councils 
receive on average ﬁ  ve requests for advice, on which decisions have to be reached. Each of 
these 75,000 issues is a potential source for conﬂ  ict.6
The large distance between the works council and the other employees and, at the same time,    ●
the one-sided composition of the employee representation, which makes membership unattrac-
5   The effect of the functioning of works councils on the performance in companies is difﬁ  cult to prove in research, 
due to problems of self-selection in the research design and endogeneity of a number of performance variables.  The 
issue of the productive contribution to company innovation and performance is best studied in panel studies with a 
cross-sectoral research design where the evolution of several companies is followed over time, distinguishing both the 
role of both company and HRM management, and that of individual work councils. In Germany, the IAB provides in 
a number of such case studies (see Vitols, 2005; Howard and Pendleton, 2005 for overviews). In section nine of this 
paper, we present the evolution of two cases in industry and transport to support our claims. 
6   Lou Sprenger suggested this argument.Page ● 31
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tive for many employees. Besides, Teulings (1981) pointed out in 1981 already that in particular 
those works councils with a unionist representation have much inﬂ  uence, resulting in the fact 
that, because of the declining rate of union membership (down to less than 25% in the market 
sector), the inﬂ  uence of the works councils also decreases.
The lack of expertise among the members of the works councils for discussing complex legal    ●
and organisational issues. Only few works councils succeed in being a serious party in strategic 
consultations, and especially in the debate on ‘corporate governance’ the works councils are 
often the underdog vis-à-vis the management (Van der Meer and Van den Toren, 2001; Van der 
Meer and De Boer, 2009; Vitols, 2005; SER, 2008). At the same time it can be observed that 
works councils do not fully use their legal possibilities for training and advice (Bruin et al, 2003; 
SER, 2008).
The manager’s attitude towards employee participation. Based on 14 extensive case studies,    ●
Brenda de Jong (2007: 47-73) reports on the difﬁ  cult relationship between the manager and the 
works council. Sometimes the consultations are constructive; the works council provides basic 
support for the decisions and acts as a sounding board. However, there is also evidence to the 
contrary, when the mutual relationships are difﬁ  cult and the consultations are without content.
De Jong (2007) poses that the both parties’ views as to their roles in the consultations are often 
unclear:
Managers, more often than the works council itself, are of opinion that the works council tends    ●
to let the employee interests prevail. Works councils, to the contrary, ﬁ  nd more often than the 
manager that it is especially them who try to balance the interests of the ﬁ  rm and those of the 
employees, in accordance with the legal objective.
Managers consider the works council as an expert opponent on only a few issues. Works coun-   ●
cils themselves have a higher estimation of their expertise, but that varies with the issue in-
volved.
There also is disagreement as to how the tasks should be interpreted. Managers ﬁ  nd that works    ●
councils mainly should be evaluating (procedural) rules of company policies, whereas works 
councils ﬁ  nd that, apart from the testing, they also can play an active role in policy develop-
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About half of the 14 works councils that participated in the inquiry ﬁ  nd that they are insufﬁ  -   ●
ciently informed, whereas another 40% ﬁ  nds that they sometimes are and at other times are not 
sufﬁ  ciently informed. On the other hand: 80% of the managers argue that they do provide the 
works council with sufﬁ  cient information.
The works councils’ estimate of the involvement of their fellow employees is somewhat below    ●
the manager’s estimate. Works councils tend to value their own contributions higher than those 
of their fellow employees.
In this context, Jan Kees Looise (2007) recently argued that there is a ‘divide’ between HRM and 
employee participation, which in his view is caused by two central developments. First, he argues 
that the personnel management of the 1960s and 1970s has transformed into becoming the current 
HRM, where the ‘hard’ management carries more weight than the ‘soft’ aspects of human resources 
development. Second, he mentions that the character of employee participation has become more 
strategic, because of which HRM and employee participation have grown apart.
  In our view, the conclusions concerning the role conception of the manager/HRM and that 
of the works council cannot be generalised, yet it would be wise to distinguish between the various 
kinds of practices that each have their own division of roles between the manager and the works 
council. We differ from De Jong (2007) and Looise (2007) in that we will here further elaborate the 
various role conceptions in terms of the debate on knowledge development and the learning organi-
sation.Page ● 33
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HRM, employee participation and  9. 
the learning organisation   
In this paper we have explained that we conceive the notion of the learning organisation as a 
correction to the organisational structures of the ‘new production concepts’, which counted too 
little with the actual change processes of companies and with their labour relations. In the ‘learn-
ing organisation’, the generation and application of new knowledge and the development of the 
employees is central, in combination with a renewed appreciation for managing and adjusting the 
business processes. This means that we arrive in a new stage of the modern services industry, viz. 
the knowledge-intensive services industry, mainly because the boundaries of the organisation shift 
as a result of the network-like structures and more or less permanent co-operations that, together, 
undergo a certain dynamic.
When connecting to the debate on changing organisations, we are still faced with the question as 
to how the creation and enhancement of knowledge takes place, and how organisations then adjust 
to their environment. In line with the arguments presented by Nonaka and Takeuchi, we argue that 
organisational changes and learning processes – like political processes – go hand in hand with power 
relations. This is inspired not only by the idea of ‘single’ and ‘double’ learning processes within inde-
pendent organisations (Argyris and Schön, 1996), but we especially look for the learning dimension 
in the networks within and between organisations, which together develop strategic policy. Here, we 
connect to an idea about the ‘puzzling’ and ‘powering’ of and between actors, which originates from 
the political science literature (Heclo, 1974; Visser and Hemerijck, 1997), but also seems to be impor-
tant in employee participation. The ﬁ  rst notion then stands for cognitively analysing the problems, 
the second notion for normatively ﬁ  nding the social support to implement the proposed solutions. 
This approach of ‘policy learning’ shows substantial similarities with the views of De Geus on learn-
ing: bringing about change by also changing oneself.
In the literature, this general idea has been elaborated by pointing at the conventions, feedback 
mechanisms and the phasing through time by actors involved in the evaluation and feedback of in-
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of Social Affairs and Employment, we have looked at the ‘learning industrial relations’ where actors, 
depending on the deﬁ  nition of the problem, look for solutions in either a more adaptive or a more 
reﬂ  exive way (Van der Meer, Visser and Wilthagen, 2005). In a very similar way, the staff members 
of the Finnish innovation programme Tykes distinguish between ‘adaptive learning’ and ‘generative 
learning’ (Aloisini et al, 2006). In their view, adaptive learning stands for incremental decision-making 
procedures in which the underlying values and basic assumptions are not under discussion, whereas 
generative learning processes involve the realisation of more radical breakthroughs. Van der Meer et 
al also distinguish an intermediate form, ‘learning by monitoring’, which is potentially interesting for 
employee participation (cf. Sabel, 1996). This notion refers to the reﬂ  exive study of developments 
and ‘best practices’, which enables social partners or groups of actors to better respond to one an-
other and subsequently reach better results as to the management of the ﬁ  rm. Until now, these stud-
ies on learning organisations and ‘learning industrial relations’ did not make a connection between the 
work-progress meetings/works council and the role of HRM. Through the above-mentioned forms 
of ‘learning by monitoring’, which function as a means of policy learning, we explicitly do wish to 
make this connection. The aim of adaptive learning processes is the standardization of the business 
processes, which adapt themselves to the changing external circumstances. In cases where the ﬁ  nal 
aim is not deﬁ  ned but is rather left open, reﬂ  exive learning processes become of greater importance. 
Examples are the ﬂ  exibilization of business processes, forms of sourcing-in and outsourcing, and 
new patterns of voluntary and non-voluntary mobility. It is exactly at this point where we look for 
empirical renewal.
Illustration 1a. 
The learning organisation and indirect employee participation: the case of DSM
An application of the concept of policy learning to DSM can illustrate this (Buitelaar, 2002). 
Over a period of one century, this company has adjusted its business form by changing itself as 
well: from coal to plastics, and subsequently from polyethylene to vitamins. From a state enterprise it 
became a privately owned company with a stock market quotation, and it converted from bulk chemi-
cals to ﬁ  ne chemicals. From subterranean it became surface, and from national it became global: 
‘Where DSM used to revolve around Geleen, nowadays Geleen revolves around DSM’. This of-old 
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web and a maze of consultation forms at various levels. As a mining company, DSM traditionally had 
the safety consultations; after 1945 ‘consultation councils’ were introduced and on the shop ﬂ  oor a 
new phenomenon appeared: the ‘unit mediator’, who took care of the work progress meetings be-
tween the workers and their superiors, and between the shop ﬂ  oor and the consultation council. The 
position of the unit mediator still exists in the Limburg environment, and the consultation council is 
now called ‘onderdeel-OR’ (litt: works council subsidiary).
One important body in the long-term development of the organisation was and still is the ‘Com-
missie Extern Overleg DSM’ (CEOD, DSM’s commission for external consultations), in which the 
labour unions and members of the regional works council and those of the local works council de-
tails meet. The members of the last-mentioned details also have close contacts with representatives 
from the work progress meetings. The CEOD (a study committee) acts as a brainstorm group where, 
in informal consultations, all kinds of ideas and concept plans are ‘put to soak’ and where the input 
of HRM is considerable.
Sometimes a form of consultation emerged where various management levels and people in staff 
positions were represented, on a temporary basis or otherwise. Together, these made for a ‘Maaslan-
dian socio-dynamism’ resulting in integral innovation. In this process, the course of change of the 
company was mostly clear, but various routes were left open for the business departments. This 
process of ‘puzzling’ and ‘powering’ did not follow a straight course but rather went in some zigzag 
pattern. It was accompanied by tensions, accidents and insecurity as to the training opportunities (‘the 
ability to keep up’) and job security (‘the permission to keep up’). Policy learning also shows the com-
ponents of the vital enterprise as outlined by De Geus: environment sensitivity, coherence, tolerance 
and ﬁ  nancially a long-term policy. As to the last-mentioned item, immediately after the ‘9/11’ price-
fall until the current ﬁ  nancial crisis, DSM was virtually the only company with a constantly increasing 
market value quoted at the AEX. A further remarkable aspect is the central role of P&O / HRM as 
a facilitator, project changer and sometimes knowledge broker, the latter in a joint effort with R&D 
and Strategy Department. Page ● 36
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This learning trend is utilised until today, for instance at DSM in Delft (the old ‘Gist Brocades’).7 
After a dispute between the employer and the works council a few years ago, the new approach ‘A 
New Elan’ has been developed in employee participation: a journey in which the works council is able 
to act faster and at a higher-level. Project groups with people from all levels within the organisation 
were invited to boost the employee participation, which led to a redesign of advice and consent path-
ways. When the company starts a new decision-making process, the works council and employees are 
informed immediately. The works council starts following up with a small team to give advice, before 
the actual moment of advice or consent application. By doing so, an advice can be given within a 
week after the formal advice request. The quality of decisions is getting higher due to this coopera-
tion and the works council attracts members from all levels within the organisation much easier than 
before. Essential to this approach is that a small team together with the manager prepares the ap-
plication, while the whole works council remains connected to the policy preparation, for instance by 
using the intranet. This allows the entire works council to swiftly propose a formal advice. 
This case study thus shows that elements of ‘powering’ (as in ‘A New Elan’), go together with a 
continuous attempt to ‘puzzling’ (the constant search for solutions to new problems). Interestingly, at 
the moment the effects of the international ﬁ  nancial crisis became clear, a Dutch DSM topmanager 
said to this: ‘We are in a constant change in a changing world around us. There are limits in maintain-
ing existing structures: Who does not want to change, will also loose what he wants to retain. DSM 
is globalising, diversifying and is now in an innovation drive. The existing forms of consultation have 
their limitations therein. This is our road ahead’ (personal communication, October 15th. 2008). 
7   Information based upon a presentation of the company at the NCSI-seminar series in Amsterdam on November 
15th 2007 and Rotterdam on May 27th 2008.Page ● 37
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Illustration 1b.
The learning organisation and indirect employee participation: the case of the Rotterdam seaports.
The development trajectory of HRM, works council and the company itself can also show 
a different pattern. That is why we now present the example of the transformation of the Rot-
terdam harbour in the period after World War II: from a harbour for general cargo to a container 
terminal (Buitelaar, 1990). From working ‘in the pit’ (the hold) with one team on board and one 
team on shore, supervised by the boat overseer, to one-man stations electronically supervised by 
the shift leader. During this process of modernisation, knowledge coalitions emerged that, from 
various disciplines and interests, covered the ‘chain’ of harbour activities: the ship broker, the 
shipping company, the stevedore and the monitoring ﬁ  rm and the forwarding business. In com-
bination with and as a reaction to this, various employee participation coalitions developed from 
this chain: the labour unions, action committees, works councils and forms of informal consulta-
tion during the break, with meetings on shore or in the canteen. The Municipal Harbour Organi-
sation, with both a general strategic and a speciﬁ  c HRM input (‘Harbour of the Future’) in both 
kinds of coalitions, was the spider in the web. Many labour conﬂ  icts erupted during this process 
of modernisation (1970, 1979, 1984), but there was also a more or less continuous ﬂ  ow of in-
novations in technology and labour as well as in the organisation. Furthermore, a process of re-
structuring came about, which was supported by the various interested parties and which resulted 
in a reduction in the number of jobs. The regional consultation chains of employers, employees, 
government and experts focused especially on the learning components of identity development 
and tolerance (or rather: conﬂ  ict regulation). Whereas DSM showed rather more ‘puzzling’ (a 
‘tinkering culture’), the picture presented by the Rotterdam harbour was rather one of ‘powering’ 
(‘putting the shoulder to the wheel’). To speak with the words of Schumpeter (1934), in both 
cases ‘new combinations’ of human and organisational development have been created.Page ● 38
Marc van der Meer & Wout Buitelaar
Illustration 2. 
The learning organisation and direct employee participation: The case of work progress meeting in organi-
sations.
Apart from the consultations in the works council, there is another form of employee partici-
pation: a more direct form of (situational) participation in work progress meetings. Where before 
World War II this was merely a form of work information, in the post-war period it became a 
regular form of consultations between the workers and the manager or the supervisor. Work 
progress meetings are a precondition for change in the labour organisation, as Joop Ramondt 
concluded already in the mid 1970s in his evaluation of various experiments of work structuring 
(Ramondt, 1974). He argued that in the design of work restructuring, work-progress meetings 
were often non-existent or underdeveloped, leading to the non-consideration of the individual 
(‘tacit’) knowledge of the employees. Work progress meetings thus should not be constricted to 
consultation about implementation and explicit knowledge of new work procedures. Learning 
experiences in change processes were mentioned as a basic condition for successful change. Ra-
mondt also argued in favour of an active HRM input and a differentiated structure of employee 
participation.
Research has shown that 70% of all ﬁ  rms now have a form of work progress meetings that 
can be described as regular, more or less structured consultations between the manager of a work 
unit and the group of employees in that work unit, about all matters concerning the work and the 
work situation, and where the group is not only informed but also given the opportunity to inﬂ  u-
ence the decision-making on the organisation department concerned as well (Looise et al, 1998). 
According to the Works Councils Act, work progress meetings are in the domain of the works 
council. Where at ﬁ  rst, during the period of restructuring, the work progress meetings formed 
a channel for communication in growing companies, since the 1980s it has become a platform 
for knowledge input and knowledge exchange: ﬁ  rst top-down and gradually both top-down and 
bottom-up: from suggestion box to knowledge platform. Work progress meetings also take place 
in small companies: in the category of between 20 and 100 employees it even doubled in the 
period 1985-1992. As to the themes discussed, the work progress meetings increasingly involve 
more issues: they address not only the direct work situation but also individual and general issues. 
A careful conclusion might be that the work progress meetings became more manifest when the Page ● 39
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business management decentralised and as a result of recent developments like insourcing and 
outsourcing.
Put differently: the work progress meeting in the modern services industry has begun a new 
life (see also Goodijk and Sorge, 2005; Goodijk, 2008). Apart from the regular consultations 
mentioned above, in practice a new set of micro arrangements has been added in the form of 
temporary or ad hoc consultations – cooperative relations between HRM, employee delegations 
and management levels with regard to issues like employment and reorganisation, the quality of 
(health) care, new products or services, educational or care leave, outsourcing, performance pay, 
company ethics, operational excellence, tele-working, et cetera (whether or not in the presence of 
other stakeholders like the union, the employers’ association or the branch organisation). 
In addition to the existing forms of work progress meetings and the works council, search 
conferences, improvement cycles, brainstorm sessions, scenario meetings, round tables, sound-
ing-board meetings, project consultations, websites and web logs, have emerged in the business 
practice, with the employees as participants. Sometimes these consultations take place in the 
canteens or in the company’s meeting rooms, sometimes even in hotels, conference centres or ‘in 
the heath lands’. 
These meetings have a different nature than consultations in the works council. One char-
acteristic is that difference of opinion between participants on a subject does not necessarily 
constitute a barrier for reaching consensus in the group on a different platform. Work progress 
meetings have a varying mix of informality and formality. No one is by deﬁ  nition controlling the 
information and knowledge exchange; and problem or issue involvement prevails. Because of the 
strong emphasis on innovation and on making the best possible use of human talents, there has 
been a vast increase in the various forms of direct participation. Employees are actively asked for 
their opinion, but also temporary and more permanent forms or organisation are developed, with 
more authorities at the executive level. In some variant, this may result in the fact that part of the 
staff does not feel represented, or that institutional employee participation becomes obsolete, 
as the participation of employees is effectuated through forms of direct participation. Another 
variant can be that the works council seizes the opportunity to present itself as a partner in the 
development of the organisation. They then focus on creating the right preconditions for the Page ● 40
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process, so that the employees will have faith in the fact that the changes will be effectuated in a care-
ful, socially responsible manner, effectively inﬂ  uenced by them.Page ● 41
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Conclusions: tuning HRM and  10. 
employee participation towards 
learning and development
We have discussed in this paper a number of institutional preconditions that enable and facilitate 
knowledge creation and diffusion in companies. We cannot presume that this process of dissemina-
tion emerges out of a sudden, especially in horizontal alignment of organisations in chains and net-
works, employees at the borders of the company may have the inclination to keep information secret. 
We therefore presume that HRM and employee play a role in the process of knowledge management. 
When taking an evolutionary perspective on TPC and NPC, HRM and employee participation in 
the modern services industry should not be about solely the job description and the deployment of 
personnel, rather it should foster a coherent development of the employees and the organisation. 
The literature highlights the necessity to relate technological innovations to knowledge management 
and labour relations, so that knowledge can more rapidly be recognized and distributed, and be ap-
plied for the exploration of new products and services. However, social factors like the delegation 
of authority and interactive management, which are considered crucial for achieving this aim, are 
insufﬁ  ciently present in Dutch HRM and employee participation. In the empirical section we have 
pointed at the various shortcomings in both ﬁ  elds. We also share Looise’s view that there is a divide 
between these actors, and we conclude that they are insufﬁ  ciently tuned to and incorporated into the 
learning dimension of organisations.
Therefore, it is our opinion that the technological innovations, the increase in ﬁ  nancial and or-
ganisational scale and the almost continuous reorganisations that can be observed in many ﬁ  rms and 
institutions, give cause for a new perception of the tasks and roles of both the HRM professional 
and employee participation – a perception in which these two roles are more related to one another. 
These actors should redesign employee participation and organisation development, either in the 
form of structural employee participation with regular consultations, or by means of stimulating 
situational employee participation. From our empirical material it can be concluded that, apart from 
the regular form of indirect employee participation, a wide spectre of new forms of temporary and Page ● 42
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ad hoc forms of consultations is developing, with many kinds of parties involved and about a large 
number of issues. These new forms of consultation are crucial for creating the ‘learning organisa-
tion’.
  Every organisation thus has its own ‘iceberg’ of participation, with its own characteristic 
knowledge architecture. Our concern is that this involves more systematic monitoring of and learn-
ing from what happens within and between organisations. That would lead to the adaptive and reﬂ  ex-
ive learning processes that have been introduced in this text. HRM could perform a special function 
in this process, as liaison between the various forms of participation at the level of the shop ﬂ  oor 
and in the works council. HRM would then support the various ‘knowledge coalitions’ between the 
employees, the management and the various internal and external experts or interested parties. This 
would involve both the exploration and the transfer of knowledge. Training and employability have 
become more crucial since companies cannot longer guarantee life long employment of its staff. 
Apart from this, the works council has its own position in this process, especially where the knowl-
edge organisation (the ‘memory of the organisation’) is concerned.
  Furthermore, referring back to the job descriptions and the roles of HRM, the following 
conclusions can be drawn. In the future, HRM can be a ‘synthesizer’ and a ‘change agent’ in the de-
velopment of both the organisation and the employees. HRM and the works council could develop a 
partnership (an ‘employee participation’ coalition) to facilitate a diversity of innovation coalitions in 
a ﬁ  rm, a service or an organisation. That way, the HRM professional, as a real ‘employee champion’, 
can once more prove his or her value added.Page ● 43
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